
56

■ Nonmetropolitan Employment and Wages

In 1996, 25.3 million people 16 years old and older were in the nonmetropolitan
work force, either at work or looking for work. On average, 5.6 percent or 1.4 mil-

lion of these workers were unemployed during the year. Unemployment rates are par-
ticularly high among nonmetro minorities and teenagers. In 1996, 15.2 percent of
teenagers, 12.9 percent of Blacks, and 8.4 percent of Hispanics in nonmetro areas
were unemployed. The official unemployment rate excludes those jobless people not
actively seeking work, but who indicate they want or are available for work (margin-
ally attached workers), and part-time workers who want full-time jobs. The nonmetro
adjusted unemployment rate, which includes marginally attached workers and invol-
untary part-time workers, was 9.1 percent.

Nonmetro unemployment fell from 7.2 percent in 1992 to 5.6 percent in 1996, as
rural areas participated in the continuing national economic expansion. During the
1980's, unemployment rates were consistently higher in nonmetro areas than in
metro. Although the nonmetro rate dipped below the metro rate for a few years after
the 1990-91 recession, metro and nonmetro unemployment rates were similar in 1996
(5.4 and 5.6 percent, respectively). The nonmetro adjusted unemployment rate has
remained higher than the metro rate throughout the 1990's. In 1996, the nonmetro
unadjusted rate was 9.1 percent, slightly above the 8.8 percent metro rate.

Table 4-3.

Nonmetro job growth by industry, 1969-94
Change

Industry 1969 1979 1989 1994 1989-94
Thousands Percent

Nonmetro 17,738 21,713 23,849 26,054 9.2
Goods-producing 7,467 8,553 8,227 8,457 2.8
Farming 2,542 2,355 1,968 1,834 -6.8
ASFF* 165 241 363 470 29.3
Mining 360 549 430 376 -12.5
Construction 801 1,179 1,221 1,366 11.9
Manufacturing 3,599 4,229 4,244 4,411 3.9

Services-producing 7,107 9,521 11,605 13,299 14.6
TCPU** 729 909 987 1,094 10.9
Wholesale trade 426 757 787 843 7.0
Retail trade 2,545 3,235 3,916 4,439 13.4
FIRE*** 734 1,053 1,103 1,148 4.1
Services 2,673 3,567 4,812 5,775 20.0
Government 3,163 3,639 4,018 4,299 7.0

*Agricultural services, forestry, and fishing
**Transportation, communication, and public utilities
***Finance, insurance, and real estate
Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis.
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Nonmetro earnings failed to keep pace with inflation during the 1980's. The
inflation-adjusted, average nonmetro weekly earnings for wage and salary workers
fell 12.5 percent between 1979 and 1990, from $472 to $413 (1996 dollars). Average
metro weekly earnings fell a smaller 1.3 percent between 1979 and 1993. As a result,
the metro/nonmetro average weekly earnings gap grew by 74.3 percent, increasing
from $70 to $122 (1996 dollars). From 1990 to 1996, however, nonmetro weekly
earnings increased 4.8 percent, to $432 (1996 dollars), while metro earnings contin-
ued to fall. About half the widening of the metro/nonmetro earnings gap that occurred
in the 1980's closed after 1990.

Table 4-4. 

Average weekly earnings for metro and nonmetro wage and salary
workers, 1979-96

Year U.S. Metro Nonmetro Rural Wage Gap

1996 dollars
1979 521 542 472 70
1990 510 535 413 122
1996 510 527 432 95

Percent
1979-90 change -2.1 -1.3 -12.5 74.3
1990-96 change 0.0 -1.4 4.8 -22.1

Source: Current Population Survey, Bureau of the Census

Table 4-5.

Unemployment rates among various metro and nonmetro groups,
1996

Nonmetro Metro United States

Thousands
Civilian labor force 25,318 108,540 133,943
Total employment 23,904 102,656 126,708
Unemployed 1,414 5,883 7,236

Unemployment rate: Percent
All civilian workers 5.6 5.4 5.4
Men 5.4 5.4 5.4
Women 5.8 5.4 5.5
Teenagers 15.2 17.3 16.8
White 4.7 4.1 4.2
Black 12.9 10.3 10.6
Hispanic 8.4 9.0 8.9
Adjusted unemployment rate1 9.1 8.8 8.9
1Unemployment rate adjusted to include marginally attached workers and workers employed part-time for eco-
nomic reasons.
Source: Current Population Survey, Bureau of the Census.
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 1Separate metro and nonmetro estimates are not available for 1994 and 1995.

Table 4-6. 

Median household income by race and Hispanic ethnicity
Rural household income is well below that in urban areas, and rural minorities experience 
substantial economic disadvantage.

Nonmetro- Real change     
metro

Race-ethnicity gap* Nonmetro Nonmetro

Nonmetro Metro 1993-94 1990-94

———Dollars——— ———————Percent——————

Total 26,280 34,518 23.9 1.6 -2.1
White non-Hispanic 27,746 38,286 27.5 2.4 -2.9
Black 15,780 22,220 29.0 NA NA
Hispanic 18,759 23,917 21.6 NA NA

Note: Nonmetro-metro difference is statistically significant in each race ethnic category. Change in nonmetro
income is statistically significant only for white non-Hispanics from 1990-94. Sample sizes are too small to reli-
ably estimate change over time for Blacks and Hispanics.
*Percent by which nonmetro income is lower than metro.

Figure 4-2.

Unemployment rates by residence, 1979-96

Household income
         1994             
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■ Rural Income and Poverty

Rural median household income was $26,280 in 1994, up 1.6 percent from 1993
after adjusting for inflation, but still slightly below the median at the beginning

of the decade. Median rural household income continues to fall short of that in urban
areas by nearly 24 percent. Incomes were substantially lower for rural minorities, for
families headed by women, and for women living alone.

The poverty rate in rural America was 16.4 percent in 1994. The rural urban
poverty gap, at 2.4 percentage points, was as small as it has been since poverty statis-
tics have been calculated. Although the decrease of nearly a percentage point in the
rural poverty rate from 1993-94 was not statistically significant, the trend of gradu-
ally increasing poverty observed during the previous years appears to have stopped.
Over half of the rural poor (52 percent) live in the South, a disproportionate concen-
tration compared with the South's 44 percent of the total rural population.

Families headed by women experienced the highest poverty rates of all family
types (45.0 percent in rural areas and 36.8 percent in urban), and a high proportion of
rural women living alone were also poor (33.0 percent). Nearly one-fourth of rural
children lived in poor families.

Poverty among Blacks in inner cities receives much more public attention than
does that among rural Blacks, yet the 1994 poverty rate for rural blacks (36.4 percent)
was comparable to that for central-city Blacks (33.6 percent). And nearly half of all
rural Black children (48.2 percent) lived in families with below-poverty-level income.

■ Rural Public Services

Rural local governments face special problems in providing services for their citi-
zens. The following are rural characteristics that affect ways in which rural local

governments provide services:
■ Isolation, the geographic separation of rural areas from metropolitan cen-

ters, leads to low utilization rates for rural public services, inadequate
response times for emergency services, and the detachment of service deliv-
ery professionals from their colleagues.

Table 4-7. 

Median household income by household type

1994 household income Nonmetro-
Household type Nonmetro Metro metro gap*

Dollars Percent
Married-couple household 35,535 49,490 28.2
Male householder with family 26,357 32,277 18.3
Female householder with family 15,962 21,156 21.7
Male living alone 11,192 16,556 32.4

Note: Nonmetro-metro difference is statistically significant in each category.
*Percent by which nonmetro income is lower than metro.
Source: prepared by ERS using U.S. Bureau of the Census Current Population Survey data. 


